Des was born on 16 December 1920 in Watersleigh in Sydney, Australia. He was the second of two children to his parents Leslie and Lily. He attended St Patrick's College, Strathfield, and developed a life long devotion to the Catholic faith. He died on 1 July 2013, aged 92.
He was Dux and gold medallist at primary school; developed an early interest in chemistry and established his own laboratory at home. He also excelled in secondary school and was subsequently awarded a Public Exhibition to attend the University of Sydney.
During his undergraduate course (1938) (1939) (1940) (1941) Des met his future wife Jan in 1946 at a University of Sydney bushwalking group function. Jan joined him in London in 1947 where they were married, and where their children Michael, Julia and Paul were born. When the JCSMR building was completed on the ANU campus in 1956, the Department of Medical Chemistry moved from London to the new premises in Canberra. The Brown family returned by sea to Australia in late 1956 and moved into the family home in Canberra in early 1957.
Des and his wife Jan provided a wonderful blend of the best of art and science for their family with whom he shared his love of classical music and opera. He always supported and encouraged Jan in her artistic endeavours and wonderful achievements. Jan (AM) is an artist, sculptor and art lecturer.
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